Male Puget Sound white-crowned sparrows, Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis, form large vocal dialects along the Pacific northwest coast of North America. Most adult males sing a single song dialect throughout their lives. To determine how dialects are maintained in this species, I studied two populations at the Columbia River mouth in a contact zone between two dialects. Singers of each of the two dialects clustered together in space, forming local song 'neighbourhoods'. Two hypotheses for the maintenance of dialects were tested. The late acquisition hypothesis predicts that yearling or adult male immigrants memorize their song from the territory neighbours they settle next to. The selective attrition hypothesis predicts that males memorize a variety of dialects early in life, overproduce song dialects upon arrival, and later selectively retain the one prelearned dialect that best matches what their neighbours sing. In 1997 and 1998, 35-40% of new territory occupants sang two dialects upon arrival in April, and then over the course of days to several weeks, discarded one dialect from their repertoire. Fourteen of 16 (88%) kept as their adult song the dialect that matched the dialect sung by the majority of their neighbours. No male added a new dialect to his repertoire after arrival, nor did males alter their retained dialect to more closely resemble their neighbours' songs. New arrivals that overproduced dialects upon arrival were significantly more likely to match their neighbours' dialect than males that did not overproduce upon arrival. In a playback experiment, males in the overproduction stage engaged in matched countersinging to the dialect played to them. These observations and the experiment support the selective attrition hypothesis: males visit and memorize a variety of dialects, probably in their hatching-year summer, overproduce dialects upon arrival the next spring, and then selectively retain the one dialect that matches the local song culture. Vocal plasticity late in life is not the result of a late sensitive phase for song memorization, but rather results from behavioural selection operating on a pre-existing repertoire of song dialects.
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Social transmission of information can lead to inherited cultural traditions that are passed from one generation to the next (Mundinger 1980; Cavalli-Sforza & Feldman 1981; Boyd & Richerson 1985) . One example of the cultural transmission of behaviour in animals is bird song. Male songbirds imitate the song of other males of their own species by memorizing the song and then using the memorized 'template' and auditory feedback to control their own vocal output (Konishi 1965) . The ability to memorize songs for production may be limited to a 'sensitive phase', such that songs heard outside the sensitive phase cannot be incorporated into the male's repertoire of produced songs (Marler 1970; Nelson 1997) . A temporal constraint on the ability to learn song, by limiting the number and nature of models heard and learned from, could have an important effect on the cultural transmission of song.
Song learning may produce song dialects, song variants sung by the majority of males at one location differ from those sung at other locations (Lemon 1975) . These socially learned cultures may persist for many generations (Payne et al. 1981; Boyd & Richerson 1988; Harbison et al. 1999) . Still controversial is when and how songs are learned in birds that form vocal dialects. If males disperse such that their future breeding dialect may not be predictable, then two hypotheses for the maintenance of dialects exist. (1) The late acquisition hypothesis predicts that males memorize their song from their territory neighbour(s) after dispersing into the new dialect area (Thompson 1970; Cunningham et al. 1987 ). In the case of temperate zone migrants, this would require that the sensitive phase remains open until at least a male's
